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The key clicks in the ignition and I groan. Come on. At least yesterday’s clicking gave way to a more hopeful stuttering. This morning there is no such stuttering, which is just brilliant on the day I’m supposed to be having my first Personal Development Review of the new job. The new new job. Dad says I suffer from a ten-week itch on the job front. I haven’t braved telling him that I’m already itching at the end of week four because I know he’ll tell Mum, who will wheel out the reliability and commitments lecture again. You need to stick at these things for longer, Beth. Prove yourself a bit.

The radio springs to life with a local travel update – a spot of slow-moving traffic on the A39 between Kilkhampton and Stratton following an earlier breakdown of a livestock container. I roll my eyes. People in my village are always remarking how lucky we are to live in this part of the world and how dreadful the daily commute in a big city would be but at least in a big city I wouldn’t have to stop for farm animals. I get it, the underground on a hot day smells like armpits and socks, but muck-spreading season in north Cornwall isn’t exactly a treat for the senses either.

I try the key again. Click, click, click, nothing.

There’s a bottle of water in my bag and I unscrew the cap and glug all of it, cursing myself for not rehydrating before I got into bed. My sister swears by drinking a pint of water as soon as she gets in from a night out (though, as I have to keep reminding her, a meal with her husband and another couple talking about sleep training and primary-school applications does not a ‘night out’ make). She’s big on mantras, our Emmy, and Do your future self a favour is her latest. I have mocked her relentlessly for this, of course, but secretly I think she’s on to something. I can only imagine that Future Emmy is permanently delighted with Past Emmy’s forward planning. Future Beth, on the other hand, feels perpetually let down by Past Beth, who brings nothing but a world of good-idea-at-the-time regret to the table. I imagine that’s what’s going to end up on my headstone: Here lies Beth. Beloved daughter, sister, aunty and friend. Full of good ideas at the time.

The fifth glass of wine was a mistake. I think about messaging Jory to tell him about my car woes and find out if he has a hangover, but he’ll already have started his day of teaching by now. He’s not a fun best friend during the work day and rarely engages with my bored-in-the-office WhatsApp advances. I raised this with him as a grievance once, but he just laughed and said, ‘But I’m working. You’ll understand one day, when you grow up.’

I rest my forehead on the steering wheel and weigh up what to do. Mum and Dad aren’t home, so I can’t ask them for a lift, or plead to borrow their car again until I get mine sorted (or until Dad gets it sorted; I’m trying not to think about how much I still owe him for the last garage bill). They left for grandchildren-babysitting duties before I was even awake, which means my sister isn’t around to rescue me either. Emmy would obviously have done her future self a favour and not bought a rusty, decade-old Vauxhall Astra with patchy service history to start with. ‘You know what they say, Beth. You buy cheap, you buy twice.’ As I keep telling her, I buy cheap because I am skint.

She’s right though, as usual. I should invest in a more reliable car but I’m supposed to be saving up to move out, or move away, or just do something that isn’t living with my parents which, since turning thirty last year, has become a rather tragic state of affairs. It never seemed quite so bad when I was still in my twenties but waking up in the room I grew up in on my thirtieth birthday was not a proud moment. I went out and bought a Swiss cheese plant and a mustard velvet armchair to try to make my childhood bedroom feel more sophisticated, but when Jory helped me redecorate, we forgot to freshen up the ceiling and now when I’m lying in bed I can still see the old Blu Tack marks where I stuck a picture of J from Five. J nearly gave me a heart attack a couple of times when he fell down from the ceiling on to my face in the night but I always stuck him back up and he stayed there for years, looking down at me with his edgy eyebrow piercing. A quick google tells me Jason Paul ‘J’ Brown is now forty-two. Even Bradley from S Club 7 is nearly forty. I need to move out.

The cheery local radio presenter announces the time between songs, reminding me that I am now running very late. The only feasible option I have left is to walk. It would show willing, perhaps even impress my new boss. Beth’s car broke down but she still made it in. Way to go, Beth! The trouble is, I’ve been sitting here for almost half an hour now and another idea has been percolating. I could just not go. Bend the truth a little. Replace ‘car problems’ with ‘under the weather’. It’s not an ideal solution, I know, but if I go with honesty, my boss might drive over to get me and I can’t face Malcolm on a hangover. It’s bad enough sitting opposite him all day doing the donkey work for his finance deals.

I think that settles it. Given that I already lied and took a day off for fictitious ‘women’s problems’ less than a fortnight ago, I can’t use that as an excuse even though I am genuinely now due on. There must be a lesson there somewhere. The Woman Who Cried Period. I’ll tell Emmy that one later.

I press send on my apologetic email to Malcolm and skip back indoors, the glorious promise of a whole day doing nothing stretching out in front of me. I wonder if there are any pizzas in the freezer. Mum sometimes picks up the takeaway-style ones I like when they’re on offer (‘daylight robbery’ at full price, apparently). I ought to switch my phone off in case work try to call but first I’m going to delete the Instagram Stories of me and Jory in the pub last night. I don’t think anyone from the office follows me on social media – I haven’t really been there long enough to make friends – but my profile isn’t private and it would be embarrassing if they hear about my migraine then stumble across a clip of me dancing suggestively with a pool cue. I cringe as I watch it. Why do I always gyrate like that when I’ve been drinking? I must have thought I looked good in the moment and, what’s worse, I must have asked a not-quite-as-drunk-as-me Jory to film it. I smile when I hear his laughter at the end of the clip then I delete it, hoping the 237 views it’s clocked up haven’t included anyone at Hexworthy Finance.

The second I turn my phone off, I remember that I was supposed to text Emmy to wish her and Doug luck with their mortgage appointment. Bugger. That’s why Mum and Dad aren’t here. They are at hers, looking after Ted and making sure Polly gets on the bus OK (even though, at fourteen, Polly is plenty old enough to get on the bus OK). I really need to show an interest in their quest to own their home after fifteen years of renting it. I am interested, it’s a huge moment for them, I’ve just heard rather a lot about it from Mum already this week. They’ve worked hard and done so well. Hasn’t your sister done well, Beth?

The house is silent. I make a cup of tea and take it through to the lounge, picking up my laptop from the coffee table. The home phone rings but I ignore it, settling myself on the sofa with my legs tucked underneath Dad’s tartan blanket. ‘Cornish tartan’, as he likes to remind me, forever baffled when this clarification doesn’t immediately increase my affection for said blanket. Dad is very proud of his Cornish roots.

Purely out of habit I look at jobs for a bit, which is always a tricky exercise, noting I can neither decide what I want to do nor where I want to live (other than not what I’m doing now, and not here in St Newth, where the annual highlight is maypole dancing). By the time This Morning starts, I have run out of things to look at so resort to a Facebook scroll on the laptop, which always feels a bit 2006. My niece’s generation, those at secondary school now, will never understand the hours of dedication it took to upload entire albums of night-out photos on a laptop, sometimes multiple albums from the same night (why?), nor will they appreciate the race we had to de-tag ourselves from the unflattering ones.

To my great surprise, Jory has sent me a message on Messenger. I click on it and am disappointed to find not a single hangover GIF or meme. His tone is very direct and a bit bossy, if I’m honest.

Beth, where are you? Please turn on your phone.

He’s a fine one to talk. It’s dicey but I decide to risk a call from the boss. Within moments of my phone screen illuminating to life, the vibrating pings of dread start. Oh god. Malcolm must have left a voicemail. I check the messages. Voicemail, unknown number (probably work). Voicemail, Dad. Voicemail, Jory. Jory? He never leaves voicemails – why is he phoning from school?

I’m just about to listen to the voicemails when I get a flurry of text messages. Dad has attempted to phone me seven times in the last half an hour. He’s also texted twice, once to ask me where I am and the second to tell me to phone him back as soon as possible. No ‘How are you?’ or kisses. Maybe he phoned the office for some reason and got told I had a migraine. It’s good of him to check in on me but seven missed calls seems like slight overkill on the worry front. It also wouldn’t be very helpful to someone who genuinely did have a migraine, I don’t expect. I hit return call and walk into the hallway to reach the best of the signal. He picks up after two rings.

‘Is that you, Beth?’ His voice sounds smaller than normal. I feel bad now that he’s worrying.

‘Yes, Dad, it is I. Did you phone my office? Sorry, bit of a misunderstanding on the headache front—’

He cuts me off by saying my name. He says it three times. There’s something about his tone that makes the hairs on the back of my neck stand up.

My heart is beating faster now. ‘Dad, what is it? Where’s Mum?’

He pauses. The dread in my chest tightens as he begins to speak very slowly. ‘Your mum’s here with me. Are you with someone? You’re not driving, are you?’

‘No, I’m not driving. I’m at home. God, Dad – what is it?’ I am trembling.

He’s talking away from the phone. I can hear a muffled conversation with Mum, who sounds upset. Peppa Pig is on in the background, so I know they’re still at Emmy’s but there’s another voice talking, too. A man. I don’t recognize it. It’s not Doug, my brother-in-law.

‘Stay there, love, just hold tight and I’ll be over as soon as I can.’ Dad is crying.

Now I am crying, too, without knowing why we’re crying. ‘No. Whatever it is, just tell me now, Dad. Please.’

He isn’t phoning about my headache. He has tried to phone seven times about something else, something he feels it would be best to tell me in person, something that is making him cry. It has to be something really fucking bad.

And then he says it.

‘I’m so sorry, love. It’s your sister and Doug. There’s been an accident.’
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I don’t remember Jory arriving or picking me up off the floor, but he must have done because I am sitting in the front of his van, his hands on either side of my face. He is speaking to me but there is no sound. I watch his mouth moving slowly, the same exaggerated miming he used to do when we were kids attempting to talk underwater in the swimming pool. We would laugh as we surfaced for air, treading water as we reported back what we each thought the other had said. In over twenty years of friendship, I have never seen him look so worried.

‘Beth?’ Sound returns to my ears and I remember with a jolt why I was curled in a ball on the hallway floor. My entire body begins to shake.

‘Doug is dead.’ I state this as fact but look pleadingly at Jory, willing him to correct me or at least provide an updated, less devastating scenario, but he does neither. ‘Emmy is going to die, too, isn’t she?’ I want so desperately for there to have been a mistake, a mix-up. Improbable, I know, but not impossible. I begin bargaining. With God or anyone who can hear me. Make this not true and I will do anything. Bring back my brother-in-law, don’t let my sister die, undo the accident and I will never complain about my life again. My teeth chatter.

‘We don’t know that. Emmy’s made of strong stuff.’ Jory’s hands leave my face and he takes his suit jacket off, draping it around my shoulders. I remember him doing the same the night my first boyfriend finished with me following a drunken row. Jory arrived to find me shivering from shock, or adrenaline, or perhaps both. We sat on the kerb outside the nightclub with burgers from the burger van and he told me that everything was going to be all right. I want him to tell me that everything is going to be all right now but he isn’t going to. He starts the engine. ‘We really need to get to the hospital. I just wanted to make sure you weren’t having a panic attack first.’

‘Please just drive. I need to get there. How long—’

‘One hour twenty-five,’ he says, handing me a bag. ‘There’s a fresh bottle of water and a plastic bag in there in case you need to be sick. You said you felt like you might. I picked up your glasses, too. I thought your contact lenses might get sore. I didn’t know what to pack and you were just screaming …’ His voice trails off. It looks as though he has been crying. I have only ever seen Jory cry once, when I was at his house in Year 9 and Bramble the springer spaniel had just died.

I hold the things he has passed over in my lap, swallowing the lump that keeps burning the back of my throat. ‘I can’t lose her, Jor. Polly and Ted need her. I need her.’

He glances sideways at me but doesn’t answer.

I gnaw at my nails. Doug is dead. This keeps repeating on a loop in my head. I saw Doug two days ago. I went to their house, gate-crashing dinner after I heard they were having lasagne. My sister makes the best lasagne. She lets the top go a bit crispy, which is how I like it. I had spent the evening taking the piss out of Doug’s dad jeans and Emmy’s garden shoes. Now, there are police in their kitchen, saying things we don’t want to hear. How can he be gone, just like that?

Jory turns the radio on but swiftly turns it off again when the news reports a fatal accident on the M5. We sit in silence for the rest of the journey, the lump still burning in my throat.

The hospital is a maze of corridors and waiting areas. We walk as fast as we can without running. At one stage, a jog creeps in but Jory slows me down when I almost collide with a patient who is being wheeled out of the lift on a trolley.

‘Level 2, Area K.’ He repeats the directions we were given at reception for the Intensive Care Unit. ‘We’re nearly there.’

Mum and Dad are half an hour behind us. They’ve had to collect Polly from school and break the news before setting off. Ted doesn’t know about his dad yet but is coming with them to see his mum. We don’t yet know what the situation is with Emmy, other than it being serious, and it’s a long way to go back if it turns out he needs to be here. I can’t think about the kids right now because doing so makes my heart feel quite literally broken. I am stunned at just how physical the pain of this news has been, as though my chest is in a vice.

We buzz on the door to the unit and a nurse comes out to meet us, asking which patient we are here to see. I glance past his shoulder. I have visited people in hospital several times before, but this ward doesn’t look like any of those. There are no patients sitting up in beds, watching pull-out tellies with grapes and Percy Pigs to hand. Instead, there are several private rooms with closed doors and a general quiet permeated only by the beeping of machines.

‘Emmy. Emily Lander. I’m her sister, Beth,’ I say.

He nods hello then looks at Jory.

‘And this is Jory. He’s my friend.’ It doesn’t sound enough. ‘More like family, really,’ I add.

We are ushered in, past the quiet cubicles to a long corridor with a row of chairs outside what looks like an office. The nurse points Jory in the direction of the nearest coffee machine. I don’t want a coffee. I sit down but immediately stand up again and begin pacing. We’re not waiting long before a doctor comes out to chat to us.

‘Beth? I’m Dr Hargreaves. I understand your mum and dad are on their way.’

I nod. ‘Can I see my sister?’

She gestures for me to sit down and I do so reluctantly, clenching my hands into tight fists, nails digging into my palms. Has something happened since they last spoke to Dad?

‘Your sister is really very poorly.’ Her voice is low, measured. Really very poorly. Really very poorly means she is alive. The relief of this thought alone floods my veins, despite the concern on her face. Poorly has always been Mum’s go-to word when we have colds or sore throats. It definitely sounds worse now a medical professional is saying it about my sister.

She sits down next to me. There’s a pen behind her ear. I try very hard to concentrate on what she is saying.

‘Emmy sustained a significant head trauma during the crash and when the paramedics arrived on the scene, she wasn’t responsive and her breathing was slow.’ A sob escapes my throat, my brain now forming images of the crash. Jory puts a hand on my shoulder and squeezes it.

‘Is she talking? Does she know where she is? Or what’s happened?’ Does she know her husband has died?

She shakes her head. ‘Your sister is currently experiencing severely impaired consciousness and is on a ventilator to assist with breathing. In simple terms, she is in a coma, though really there is nothing simple about brain trauma.’

‘Is she going to die?’ I meet her eye, not wanting to know but needing to know at the same time. I wonder if she knows how important it is that she fixes Emmy. I suspect that she does, that she has had hundreds of families sitting where I am now, relying on her to save a special someone within this bleak bubble of the hospital where all the patients are really very poorly. But all those other patients aren’t my sister.

‘It’s too early for me to be able to answer that question with any certainty. Emmy’s condition is what we call critical but stable. What this means is that it is life threatening but her vital signs are within normal limits, at the moment.’ Dr Hargreaves puts her hand on my arm. ‘I will do everything I can for your sister. Shall we go and see her now?’

Jory holds out his hand and I cling to it. I am still wearing his jacket, the one he should be teaching a history lesson in right now. It’s as though we’ve hopped across to a parallel universe and I want nothing more than to go back to the other one, the one where Jory is too busy teaching to answer my texts and I am shirking work under Dad’s Cornish tartan blanket, pondering what hangover carbs to cook for my lunch. How wonderful that other life was. How stupid I was to take it for granted.

We head back to the corridor of cubicles. Lander, Emily is written on a whiteboard outside the one at the far end. We step gingerly inside and I swipe at my eyes, trying to clear the tears so I can see her properly. My hand goes to my mouth the moment I do. There are bandages around her face, stretching from underneath her chin all the way over the top of her head where her usually blonde hair is dark and matted with what I guess must be dried blood. There is a tube in her mouth and various dressings and wires in both her arms. I reach out to touch her, looking at Dr Hargreaves to check I can. She nods yes and I sink into the chair beside the bed, gently placing one of her hands in both of mine. I think of Doug, Emmy’s first and only love, a brilliant father to Polly and Ted, lying somewhere – I don’t even know where – on his own. I rest my head gently on the edge of her pillow.

‘I’m here, Em. Jory’s here too,’ I say.

Jory shifts his weight from one foot to the other before clearing his throat. ‘Er, hey, Emmy. What have you been up to, eh?’

She doesn’t move. The machine beside her beeps. ‘Can she hear me?’ I ask.

Dr Hargreaves holds out both her palms. ‘We don’t know. We’re not sure how locked in to the coma Emmy is at this stage but there is a chance she can hear you, yes, and she is much more likely to respond to a familiar voice than to one of ours.’

I nod, unsure of quite what to say next. There are voices further down the corridor. Jory pokes his head out. ‘Your folks are here,’ he says. ‘And the kids, too, I think.’

‘OK,’ I say. It’s very much not OK. I wish more than anything that the kids didn’t have to see their mum like this.

Dr Hargreaves leads us to a private room with comfy chairs where Mum and Dad have already been taken. There are cushions on the chairs and a vase of dried flowers on a coffee table in the middle. This is a room where lives fall apart, I am sure of that. They don’t provide scatter cushions and vases for happy news.

There are a lot of us in such a small space. The man’s voice I didn’t recognize in the background of the phone call earlier belonged to our newly assigned Family Liaison Officer, who is talking to Dad. He nods hello to me as he squeezes out, telling my parents that he will be back later with an update on the investigation. Dad opens his arms out wide and I fall into them. His shoulders begin to shake and I stretch my arms around his middle, squeezing him tight. His woolly jumper smells like him. For thirty-one years, he has been the one squeezing me, usually when I’ve screwed up, always the best at reminding me things will look brighter in the morning.

‘Have you seen her? Is she saying anything yet?’ Dad breaks away from me and clears his throat. I tell him that we only had a couple of minutes with her before he arrived but that she is unresponsive. He nods and nods some more until the nodding becomes a little manic.

Mum steps forward with Ted in her arms and kisses me on the head before she signals for Jory, who is hovering outside the door, to come in. He looks uncomfortable and she reaches up to touch his cheek. My mum loves Jory, she always has. ‘Thank you, for bringing Beth here,’ she says.

He meets her eye. ‘Moira, I am so sorry about what’s happened.’

She smiles sadly. ‘I’m glad you’re here, love.’

Polly is standing in the corner of the room by the window, looking pale and shaken, her long hair still pulled high into a ponytail from the PE lesson she was pulled out of. She has been told the news about her dad, I can see it on her face. I look at Ted and then at Mum, who understands what I am asking without the need for me to say it. She shakes her head. He doesn’t know yet.

Dr Hargreaves encourages us all to sit down, though Polly resists, and begins to go over what she has told Jory and me already, though I hear it more clearly second time around. We are all eager to get to Emmy but Dr Hargreaves explains that ICU policy is to have only two bedside visitors at any one time and we therefore agree that Mum and Dad will go in together before coming back and taking Polly and Ted in shifts.

Mum is talking softly to Polly. ‘Is that all right with you, sweetheart? If your grandad and I go and see your mum first, then come back for you?’

Polly shrugs, turning her face away from everybody.

Ted, who has managed to wedge Postman Pat’s van under the coffee table, looks up and says, ‘My mummy and daddy are here.’

We all freeze, except Jory, who crouches down to retrieve the van. ‘Hey, buddy, do you want to see some ambulances? There are loads out the front, if you want to have a look?’ He looks at my mum and dad. ‘I mean, only if that’s helpful? I could take him outside for a bit, give you guys some space?’

There are nods of agreement. Ted rotates one hand above his head like a siren and shouts, ‘NEE-NAW NEE-NAW WOO WOO WOO!’ as Jory steers him out of the room. Mum and Dad follow Dr Hargreaves out, leaving Polly and me alone in the bad-news room.

I fiddle with one of the cushions, wondering what I can say to my niece to appropriately fill the silence. Our relationship is founded on a regular teasing of each other and a collaborative teasing of her mum and dad. My sister is always there when I see Polly. I have never been one of those aunties who takes my niece shopping, or to the park, or out for a hot chocolate, and I’ve only ever been tasked with babysitting her and Ted a handful of times. Emmy stopped considering me a viable childcare option the night she and Doug returned early from a dinner date and walked in on me in a compromising position with my then-boyfriend. They were livid. Worse than livid, they were disappointed. People are disappointed with me a lot, I find.

I move closer to Polly at the window, opening my mouth then closing it again, settling on gently rubbing her back instead. We stand like that for a while. When she speaks, her voice is small and broken. ‘I can’t bear this, Aunty Beth.’

‘I know.’ I search for comforting words that will lift how she is feeling but she’s just found out that her dad has died and her mum is in a coma at the end of the corridor. There is nothing in the whole world I can say to make this better.

Her eyes are wide. ‘Dad should have gone to work this morning. They never go anywhere on a weekday, not ever, and on the one day they do, this happens.’

‘You can’t think like that,’ I tell her. ‘I wish more than anything that they hadn’t been on that particular bit of road at that particular time – but they were and there is nothing any of us can do to change that now.’

Polly shakes her head. ‘I should have made them stay at home. She’s going to die, isn’t she?’

‘No.’ I say this with greater conviction than I feel.

‘Does she look really bad?’

I am tempted to play down the shock I felt when seeing Emmy for the first time, but Polly will see for herself before long and it might be helpful to prepare her. I tread carefully. ‘No, not bad, it’s just a bit alarming, seeing her with bandages and wires and machines. Ignore all of that and just look at her face. Your mum needs you, Pol. The doctor said she might even be able to hear us.’

‘Does she know? About Dad?’ She starts crying and I feel my heart break all over again.

‘I don’t think so, no.’

‘Have they said where they were driving to? The police, I mean. Do they know why they were on the M5?’

I shake my head. ‘No, but we know that, don’t we? They had their mortgage appointment. And your nan thinks that maybe they headed to Ikea after, which is why they were on the motorway. It’s not a million miles from where they would have been, for the meeting. Nan feels bad because she told them to make a day of it. It’s not her fault, just as it’s not yours for not stopping them leaving. You could never have known.’

Polly is torturing herself by going over the accident in her head, I can see it. I was doing the same on the way here.

‘Do you want a hot drink? I’ll go and get us a tea or something.’ She shakes her head. ‘Are you sure? I need to find the loo anyway. Do you want to come with me?’ I don’t want to leave her on her own. She shakes her head again and I tell her I’ll quickly find the toilet then come straight back.

The moment I step out of ICU, I burst into tears. Huge, fat tears roll down both my cheeks. I don’t swipe them away this time. Instead, I let them fall and allow my shoulders to shake with such force that people are staring.

In the toilets, I am startled by my own reflection. My face is wet with tears and I grab a paper towel to dab at my cheeks, tucking the frizzy strands of hair that have fallen loose from my bun behind my ears. The sheer horror of what has happened keeps coming at me in waves and with it comes a crippling fear of more bad news. I am petrified of what is going to happen next and panicked about having zero control over any of it. My instinct in a crisis has always been to get out. I am a runner, a bolter, reliably Team Flight in a fight or flight scenario. But there is no flight option here, no way of making myself disappear until it’s safe to come out. This isn’t the time to hide. I give myself a shake then I walk as fast as I can back to ICU, towards my family and our very worst nightmare.
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‘You’ve added a McChicken Sandwich twice. Did you want two?’

Mum frowns as she peers closer at the screen. ‘No, I wanted one. And I didn’t want large chips, it’s put those in my basket without asking!’ She is getting frustrated, as she always does whenever technology is involved. I put my arm across the screen and gently move her back.

‘I’ll do the order. Is Dad having his usual? What’s Polly having?’ I look over at the table. Dad is sitting with his shoulders slumped, staring vacantly into the crowd of diners. Ted is watching cartoons on Jory’s phone while holding tight to his favourite soft toy, Mr Trunky the elephant. Jory catches my eye and smiles. It’s a small smile, a sad one. I smile sadly back. Polly has squeezed herself into the corner of the table and has her head in her phone. She doesn’t want anything, Mum says.

I order her a hamburger anyway and take the receipt with our order number, grabbing straws and napkins then pumping some ketchup into two of the tiny white pots. I don’t know a lot about what Ted eats or drinks in a normal day, but I do know that he won’t entertain the idea of chips without ketchup. I send Mum back to the table with the condiments and hover to one side of the tills until our order is ready. The smell of fast food is turning my stomach. It feels nothing short of preposterous to be standing in the middle of McDonald’s at this moment in time. Had it just been us adults, or us adults plus Polly, there is no way a pit-stop for food would even have entered our minds, but with toddlers it seems the show must go on. Bellies need filling.

It’s Friday night, which means the world and his dog are in here. I was just about holding it together while I was busy rescuing Mum from the confusion of touch-screen ordering, but now that I am standing still, the crowd feels as though it is closing in. I don’t want to be here, surrounded by people spilling in and out of the door as they laugh loudly and slurp on milkshakes without a care in the world. I am insulted by their cheer and want to scream, ‘Why are you laughing? Don’t you know what has happened today?’ Of course, they don’t know what has happened today and, even if they did know, it wouldn’t take long after saying ‘I’m so sorry, that’s dreadful’ for the laughing and milkshake slurping to return. It’s not their tragedy, is it? Not their problem.

We pick at our food in silence, occasionally responding to Ted, who has already inhaled the tiny pots of ketchup and asks his nan to get him some more. Mum gets him three more and he looks up at her in amazement before getting stuck back in. I wonder if he knows he could ask us for anything today.

Polly hasn’t even unwrapped her burger and has barely touched her drink. Where Mum and Dad look withdrawn and exhausted, Polly seems nervous, on edge. I don’t know if this is a normal reaction to shock and grief or not. Maybe it is. Maybe she’s the only one reacting appropriately. The rest of us, meanwhile, are reluctantly eating meals we weren’t hungry for in order to keep things as normal as possible for Ted, who still doesn’t know his dad has died and thinks his mum is having a really big nap. He was the only one of us who didn’t gasp in shock when he saw the head bandages and wires. ‘Mummy’s got an ouchie!’ he told the doctor. ‘And she’s a bit tired.’

‘What are we going to do?’ I ask quietly. ‘Tonight, I mean.’ I don’t know what any of us are going to do in the wider, longer-term sense of the question either but that’s probably not a chat for McDonald’s.

‘Polly and Ted ought to stay at ours, I think,’ Mum says.

‘No.’ The force of Polly’s response makes me jump.

‘No?’ Mum asks her.

‘I don’t want to stay at yours, Nan. I want to go home.’

I fiddle with the paper wrapper my straw came out of. ‘I can stay with them at Emmy’s. I’ll sleep on the sofa.’ I had wanted to stay at the hospital, but Dr Hargreaves took Dad to one side and told him we all ought to go home. She’s aware we live over an hour away so has promised to call if there are any notable changes in how Emmy is doing. Dad nods his approval. Mum isn’t sold on the idea. I can tell by the way she is clenching her jaw. ‘Mum?’

She wobbles her head in a gesture that is neither yes nor no. ‘It won’t hurt for one night, I suppose,’ she says. ‘I would stay myself, but I won’t be able to sleep on the sofa – not with my dodgy joints – and it wouldn’t feel right, sleeping in, well …’ Their bed hangs between us and we concentrate very hard on Ted as he finishes off the last of his chips and licks his fingers.

Mum begins reeling off a list of instructions, as though I am taking the kids on a faraway expedition, not overseeing them sleeping in their own beds for one night. She doesn’t think I am up to it. In fairness, I have never once looked after them overnight on my own and, as much as I could sit here and pretend that I know what their routines are, she’s already thrown me by mentioning a nappy when I thought Ted was potty-trained.

‘I didn’t think he wore nappies any more?’

‘At bedtime he does, love. Not during the day.’

‘Oh right, fine. Well, I’ll work it out.’

‘We’ll come round first thing in the morning to help sort things out,’ Mum says. To take over, is what she means. I’ll be grateful for it, I’m sure.

As we file out into the car park, Ted asks if he can have a ride home in Jory’s van, and when Mum tells him no, he drops to the floor and starts shrieking. It’s a surprisingly loud noise from such a small person.

‘He’s gone past the point of tiredness now,’ Mum says as she lifts him off the floor, ducking out of the way of flailing limbs. ‘Could he ride back with you, Jory love?’

Jory nods and goes with Dad to fetch the car-seat. I call over to Polly to tell her I’ll see her at home. She stares back at me but doesn’t answer.

By the time we get back to Emmy’s, Mum and Dad have let themselves and Polly in. Ted has fallen asleep and after a fiddly struggle to unclasp the straps of his seat, I lift him out. I can’t remember the last time I picked him up and he is a lot heavier than I expected.

Jory swings the van around then stops beside us, his window open. ‘Are you sure I can’t stay? I don’t think you should be on your own.’

I want nothing more than for him to stay but I want Polly to feel as though she can talk to me, if she wants to. She probably doesn’t want to but I’m in charge of her and Ted tonight and she might feel weird if Jory is there. It’s a scary thought, that I am to be left in charge of anything, let alone children. I shake my head.

‘OK,’ Jory says, but he doesn’t move. ‘I hate the thought of you being upset when you’re on your own, that’s all.’

‘I’ll be fine, I promise. Besides, if you stay you know we’d be breaking our Golden Rule enforced after the Winter of 2015?’

He laughs. ‘I’m pretty sure these are extenuating circumstances but yes, it would be a violation. I’ll message you later.’

As I carry Ted up the path, there is movement in the living room next door and I catch a brief glimpse of Emmy’s neighbour, Albert, before he disappears back behind the curtain. Emmy talks about Albert a lot. He’s in his eighties, you know, but still sharp as a pin. I’ve found myself wishing recently that she wouldn’t talk about him at all, preferring not to be reminded of the unfortunate incident a few months ago when I had too much to drink and was sick in his plant pot. Emmy and Doug were mortified. I was supposed to apologize to Albert the next day, after Doug had cleared up my mess, but I didn’t because I felt so rough and, after that, the moment had gone. I am certain he now dislikes me because I feel him staring intently at me whenever I’m working my hardest to avoid meeting his eye. I realize, as I wait for Mum to open the door, that awkwardness with my sister’s elderly neighbour has been, up to now, the sort of thing I’ve considered to be an issue in my life.

Mum lets us in and immediately takes Ted from me, his bedtime nappy, pyjamas and toothbrush in hand so she can get him straight to bed. The Family Liaison Officer we met earlier at the hospital is here, talking to Dad in the living room. We have already been told that the lorry driver is in hospital recovering from a stroke and that the stroke is almost certainly what caused the crash. I don’t want to hear any more about the investigation, so I sit at the bottom of the stairs and stare at the family photos on the wall instead.

Emmy spent ages deciding between photos then arranging the frames, trying to imitate a ‘gallery wall’ she’d seen on Instagram. I mocked her relentlessly for this, as I always do when she obsesses over something she’s seen an influencer do, but they look great. The frames she has chosen are a mix of bright colours and I find myself drawn to the orange one housing a black and white picture of the four of them on the beach. I don’t think I’ve ever seen it before, and I stand up to peer closer. Doing so immediately brings tears to my eyes. Ted is on Emmy’s hip and Polly is standing in front of her dad, his arms draped loosely over her shoulders. Something must have made Ted laugh just before the photo was taken because he has thrown his head back in the biggest cackle and his mum, dad and big sister have turned to look at him. None of them are looking at the camera – Polly has her hand to her mouth in a giggle, Doug appears to be in the middle of saying something and Emmy’s curly hair has been caught by the wind so is partially covering her face. Just by looking at the photo, I can hear them. The four of them laughing and Emmy saying with mock annoyance, ‘Mummy just wants one nice family photo. Is that too much to ask?’

‘I took that.’ Dad appears beside me from the living room.

I lean my head on his shoulder. ‘Widemouth?’ I am trying to make out the dunes behind them.

‘It is,’ he says sadly. ‘That was Mother’s Day, last year. We went for a walk in the morning then came back here for a roast, do you remember?’

I remember the roast. I didn’t make it to the beach because I’d been to the pub with Jory the night before so stayed in bed watching reruns of The Hills. The memory of a message my brother-in-law sent that day makes me laugh and Dad looks at me, puzzled. I gesture at the photo. ‘I wasn’t there, for the walk, but Doug sent me a WhatsApp picture from the beach. It was of him doing a star jump, with the caption, “This is what a hangover doesn’t look like.” I sent back the middle-finger emoji as my reply.’

Dad tuts but it has made him smile. Our smiles drop when Polly storms out of the living room, her face twisted with rage. ‘How can you be out here laughing like this?’

Dad and I look at each other, mouths open. It was a memory of Doug, a happy memory. We just wanted to share it, to have a moment amidst this madness. I feel immediately guilty for not looking more upset. Mum hisses down the stairs, telling us to keep the noise down as Ted has just dozed off.

‘Polly, love …’ Dad struggles to find a reply. He tries to encourage her back through to the living room but she stands firm at the bottom of the stairs.

I don’t know what to say either. I point at the photo, wanting to explain, hoping she might come and look at it with us. ‘I was just telling your grandad about a funny message your dad sent me on the day this picture was taken. He was teasing me because—’

‘No.’

I stop. Polly is shaking her head so vigorously I am worried she is going to injure herself. The teenager in front of me now with her wild eyes and tense shoulders is so far removed from the carefree teenager in the beach photo that I barely recognize her. She is wearing enough anguish for us all. It hits me that though we are, all of us, grieving, it is Polly and Ted’s world that has been turned upside down the most.

‘I’m sorry for laughing, Pol. We didn’t mean to upset you. Can we do anything? Do you want to talk?’ I look at Dad for help.

‘He was so proud of you, love,’ Dad tells her. I reach out for Polly, hoping she might let me hug her or at least give her hand a squeeze. She is still shaking her head. What her grandad has said only seems to have made her more agitated. ‘No, he wasn’t.’ She pushes past us and runs upstairs. I step forward to go after her but Dad tells me to give her some space. We both flinch as her bedroom door slams. The Family Liaison Officer appears with a cup of tea that he passes to me. He smiles apologetically at Dad.

‘I didn’t make you one, Jim, as Moira said you’ll be heading back to your house shortly.’

Dad tells him it’s fine and that they’ll soon be on their way. I don’t want them to be on their way. I feel a rising sense of panic and wonder if I ought to tell Mum that we all need to go back to theirs after all. I can’t hold the fort. I’ve never held any fort.

‘Grief doesn’t always come out in the way we expect it to,’ the Family Liaison Officer says, nodding his head upstairs.

‘She’s just so angry. I don’t know what to say.’ I take a sip of my tea. ‘When we tell Ted tomorrow, about his dad, will he … you know, understand?’

Dad puts a hand on my shoulder and gives it a squeeze. ‘We’re all exhausted, Beth. It’s been ever such a long day. Shall we worry about tomorrow, tomorrow?’

‘OK,’ I say, even though I am worrying about it now.

When he and Mum are on their way out, I find myself clinging to the pair of them, my fingers gripping the fabric of their coats. I want to tell them that I don’t know how to deal with Polly, or what to do if Ted wakes up in the night, but I don’t. When I release my grip, Mum is giving Dad a look I can’t read.

‘I can stay instead, love,’ she says. ‘You go home with your dad?’

‘No, I’ll be fine. You’ll be back in the morning anyway.’ The Family Liaison Officer leaves, too, to let us all get some rest.

When I close the door, I can hear the faint sound of crying coming from upstairs. I follow it and find Polly in her mum and dad’s bedroom, her back resting against their bed, a jumper of Doug’s in her lap. I join her on the floor.

‘Is he really gone?’ She turns her head towards me, searching my face.

I nod. ‘I’m so sorry, Pol.’ I put my arm around her shoulder, holding on to her as she collapses against me, her face in the jumper.

We stay sitting on the floor for a while, until we are cried out and empty. As Polly heads off to bed, I offer to sleep in her room with her, but she says she’ll be fine and that she’ll see me in the morning. Before going back downstairs, I check on Ted, who is snoring lightly, his tractor duvet kicked to the bottom of his bed. I can feel my chest tightening at the thought of us breaking the news, a new wave of dread sweeping over me. As I pull the covers gently over his legs and tuck him in, I try to concentrate on his peaceful snores instead.

‘Sleep tight, buddy,’ I whisper. ‘I’m so sorry.’
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It was worse than I ever could have imagined it would be, in the end. Ted was confused by what we were saying and the more confused he became, the more direct we had to be with our messaging. It was eventually down to Mum, who seemed stronger than the rest of us in that moment, to kneel down to his level, take his hands in hers and explain in the clearest of terms that his daddy wasn’t at work, or getting better in the hospital. He won’t be coming home, my darling, but he didn’t choose to leave you and your sister. He loved you very much. Ted had sat very still for a moment before asking for his mum, prompting another difficult conversation. ‘Will she be back in a minute?’ he kept repeating. ‘When she’s not tired?’ I have never had to work so hard to hold back tears.

We have returned to the hospital, this time without Ted, who is being looked after by Emmy’s friend Kate. Mum said it was better for him to have a ‘play date’ with Kate’s daughter, who is the same age, rather than being carted back and forth to the hospital. I thought about asking whether it might be good for him to see his mum again, and for her to see or at least hear him, but Mum had already made the arrangements. She arrived just after seven this morning, slightly manic having not been able to sleep, ready to give us our orders. My first instruction was to get some clothes out of the drawer for Ted, but as we left, I noticed the clothes I’d picked out for his play date weren’t the ones she had put him in, so I’m not sure why she bothers delegating. Every job only gets redone anyway. It’s the way it’s always been.

Polly has barely said a word and is tired and jumpy. I seem to be the only person who managed any sleep last night and I think that was down to the hangover I’d forgotten I had catching up with me the moment I stretched out on the sofa and turned off the lamp. I woke with a stiff neck and only remembered where I was, and why, when Ted shouted for his mum and dad from upstairs.

Dr Hargreaves has assembled us all in the bad-news room again. She is flustered today, busy, but still takes time to carefully explain what’s going on with Emmy. There is no good news to share, she says, but there is no immediate cause for alarm (beyond the alarm we already have) either. None of us are quite sure how to process this update. It could be worse is what I keep thinking, which is possibly ludicrous when in all honesty it couldn’t be much worse. However, Emmy is alive when the odds were very much stacked against her. She shouldn’t be here, but she is. We cling to this while at the same time feeling a great sense of disappointment that she has not woken up and started talking.

‘Do you have any questions?’ Dr Hargreaves addresses us all.

‘She’s not going to get better, is she?’ We all turn to look at Polly, surprised to hear her voice after such a lengthy silence, and then back at Dr Hargreaves, who seems to be carefully considering what to say. At fourteen, Polly’s not an adult but she’s too old to be spoken to as though she’s a child.

‘The honest answer is that we just don’t know. We have done lots of scans and tests over the last twenty-four hours and there are many more to come. Your mum will be scored against the Glasgow Coma Scale, which assesses a patient’s level of consciousness. It’s a scale we’ll use consistently, so it will offer us a good indication of improvements and also show us if things unfortunately go the other way and there is a deterioration. Brain injuries are unpredictable and, because of that, there is a long and uncertain road ahead. I can’t promise you that your mum will recover, either fully or at all, as there is a chance she may not. However, I am hopeful that she might.’

I feel myself nodding, encouraged by the fact she has used the word ‘hopeful’. We are all of us hopeful, of course, but the rest of us don’t have a clue what we’re talking about. The hope in a doctor’s hopeful holds more weight than ours, surely?

As we can only visit Emmy in twos, Mum decides that she and Polly will go in first then we’ll swap after an hour. Dad and I do as we’re told. Neither of us fancies sitting still and when we’re politely asked to vacate the bad-news room to make way for another family on the bad-news conveyor belt, we decide to take a wander.

Dad is talking a lot, and quickly. There are dark circles under his eyes and grey stubble across his neck and chin. He never misses a shave and I haven’t seen him looking this dishevelled since the summers we used to go camping. Those weeks in the school holidays were some of the happiest of my life, and yet when Emmy and Doug tried to get me to join them and the kids under canvas in Polzeath for a week last summer, I made my excuses. I should have gone with them. I took it for granted that there would be plenty more trips to come.

We take the lift down to the main reception and head outside for fresh air. There’s a free bench which looks damp, but we sit on it anyway. Dad is talking about probate and wills.

‘Do you need to worry about
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